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“A must-read paper that focuses on the need to develop meaningful career training as a part of 
comprehensive school reform. Career training has been ignored for far too long, but is essential if 
we’re going to address the “career-ready” piece of the puzzle that, along with the “college-ready” 
piece, is now all the buzz.”
Joel I. Klein, Chancellor, New York City Public Schools (2002-2010)
“This thoughtful paper makes a strong case for the development of multiple pathways leading 
from high school to post-secondary education or career training. Those of us who support a 
single-track system through high school need to carefully consider the questions raised in this 
provocative report.”
Phil Bredesen, Governor of Tennessee (2003-2011)
“Preparing tomorrow’s future leaders is a responsibility we all share. Pathways to Prosperity 
provides a clear way forward that demands the attention and participation of every sector 
working together to ensure our future success.”
Sanford I. Weill, Chairman Emeritus, Citigroup and Chairman, National Academy Foundation
“Pathways to Prosperity opens the door to new strategies that can help a broader range of 
Americans, including the rapidly growing Latino population, gain the meaningful work and 
educational experiences they need to earn degrees and higher salaries, helping to create better 
jobs and a stronger workforce. The report reminds us that in order to close achievement gaps, we 
must develop a more effective and holistic strategy to develop human capital.” 
Sarita E. Brown, President, Excelencia in Education
“Anyone who cares about the future of America should read this report. Our nation’s adolescents 
and young adults must be better prepared for today’s and tomorrow’s more technical jobs. We 
cannot afford to leave anyone behind.”
George R. Boggs, President and CEO, American Association of Community Colleges
III
“America will not be able to resolve the crisis of unemployment, or the problem of losing the 
international race for more college graduates, by ignoring the large proportion of learners who 
achieve at high levels in applied learning settings. This report’s clear-eyed examination of what 
the country needs and how those needs can be met is a welcome dose of realism. Following its 
lead could lead to more, not fewer, students earning degrees and career credentials.”
Dr. Gail Mellow, President, LaGuardia Community College
“Massachusetts has demonstrated that high-quality career and vocational education programs 
can engage a wide range of students while providing them with both academic proficiency and 
the technical skills necessary for advanced training in high-demand fields. This thoughtful report 
points the way toward providing many more of our young people with the knowledge and skills 
that will expand their opportunity to fully participate in the jobs of our increasingly knowledge-
based economy.”
Mitchell D. Chester, Massachusetts Commissioner of Elementary and Secondary Education
“This important and timely report offers a compelling assessment of a growing skills gap 
threatening young people’s ability to achieve the American Dream. It stands as a sobering call  
to action, offering effective ideas for making American education an engine for opportunity  
once again.”
Paul Grogan, President and CEO, The Boston Foundation
“Employment rates for the nation’s teens and young adults are at post-World War II lows—a true 
labor market depression. Based on experiences both here and abroad, Pathways to Prosperity 
points to the need for expanded employment and work-based learning opportunities for young 
people, closer ties between post-secondary education/training and the workplace, and expanded 
youth apprenticeships. The need has never been greater, and the report provides a clarion call for 
action now.” 























The PersisTence of  
“The forgoTTen half” 
One of the most fundamental obligations of any 
society is to prepare its adolescents and young adults 
to lead productive and prosperous lives as adults. This 
means preparing all young people with a solid enough 
foundation of literacy, numeracy, and thinking skills for 
responsible citizenship, career development, and lifelong 
learning. For over a century, the United States led the 
world in equipping its young people with the education 
they would need to succeed. By the middle of the 19th 
century, as Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz write in 
their book, The Race between Education and Technology, 
“the U.S. already had the most educated youth in the 
world.” At the turn of the 20th century, just as Europe 
was catching up, the rapid spread of the “high school 
movement” helped the U.S. vault ahead again. 
By 1940, the typical 18-year-old had a high school 
diploma, up from just 9 percent who had achieved this 
milestone in 1910. After World War II, the GI Bill helped 
usher in a huge expansion in higher education. As a 
result, members of the U.S. Baby Boom generation 
far surpassed their counterparts in other countries in 
educational attainment. 
This surge in educational attainment laid the foundation 
for the staggering increase in American wealth and 
power that came to be known as the American Century. 
By 2000, per capita income, adjusted for inflation, was 
five to six times as large as it had been in 1900.1
Yet as we end the first decade of the 21st century, there 
are profoundly troubling signs that the U.S. is now 
failing to meet its obligation to prepare millions of young 
adults. In an era in which education has never been 
more important to economic success, the U.S. has fallen 
behind many other nations in educational attainment 
and achievement. Within the U.S. economy, there is also 
growing evidence of a “skills gap” in which many young 
adults lack the skills and work ethic needed for many 
jobs that pay a middle-class wage. Simultaneously, there 
has been a dramatic decline in the ability of adolescents 
and young adults to find work. Indeed, the percentage 
of teens and young adults who have jobs is now at the 
lowest level since World War II.2
 
I .  THE CHALLENGE 

























































































































FIGURE	1 Since 1973, jobs that require at least some college have exploded while opportunities for 
those with just a high school education have shrunk dramatically
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FIGURE	2 Shrinking employment opportunities: Teens and Young Adults have been hit the hardest by 
the Great Recession
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 “…tonight I ask every American to commit to at 
least one year or more of higher education or career 
training. This can be community college, a four-year 
school, vocational training, or an apprenticeship. But 
whatever the training may be, every American will 





































FIGURE	3 The Teen employment gap: low income Black and Hispanic Teens have a much harder time finding 
jobs than affluent White Teens
Family	Income	(in	100s) Black Hispanic White
<	20 9.2 15.4 30.3
20	-	40 14.7 20.5 33.8
40	-	60 23.2 24.9 37.4
60	-	75 29.6 24.1 37.2
75	-	100 25.0 33.6 40.7
100	-	150 32.8 35.5 37.8


















































FIGURE	4 College for All does not mean everyone needs a B.A. Even in this decade most jobs do not require 
a B.A.
Source:	March	CPS	data,	various	years;	Center	on	Education	and	the	Workforce	forecast	of	educational	demand	to	2018.
8 PATHWAYS TO PROSPERITY:  MEETING THE CHALLENGE OF PREPARING YOUNG AMERICANS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY
9Why Our  Current  System Fai ls  So Many Youth
By now, the vast majority of American young people and 
their families have gotten the very clear message that 
a high school diploma alone is no longer a sufficient 
passport to the middle class. Surveys show that middle 
school students overwhelming aspire to go to college. 
And college enrollment has continued to escalate. So 
our national failure to better prepare our young people 
cannot be explained by poor communications or low 
aspirations. Rather, the paradox is that even though 
young people understand they need post-secondary 
education to make it in 21st century America, huge 
percentages continue to drop out of high school and 
college. 
Most of the blame for this “dropout nation” state of 
affairs has been placed on our education system. In 
response, education reformers have mounted a sustained 
effort over the past two decades to raise standards, 
improve test-score performance, and promote “college 
for all” as the primary pathway to success. The long-
overdue effort has had many ameliorative effects. The 
standards movement has helped forge a much clearer 
national consensus on what children need to learn. 
The accompanying accountability revolution has cast a 
harsh spotlight on our continuing failure to equip many 
students with even basic math and reading skills, as well 
as persistent racial achievement gaps. And all of this has 
given school reform a renewed sense of urgency. 
But after 20 years of effort, and billions of dollars 
of expenditures, the time has come for an honest 
assessment. The underlying assumption has been that 
an academic, classroom-based approach is capable 
of preparing nearly all adolescents and young adults 
for success in the 21st century. While there have been 
marginal gains, the bottom line measure of success is 
college completion. And on that score, we have still been 
unable to get more than 30 percent of young adults to 
earn a bachelor’s degree by their mid-20s. “College for 
all” might be the mantra, but the hard reality is that 
fewer than one in three young people achieve the 
dream. 
II .  WHY OUR 
CURRENT SYSTEM 
FAILS SO MANY 
YOUTH, AND WHAT 
CAN BE DONE  
TO FIX IT







































FIGURE	5 The current US reality: only 40% of 27-year olds have earned an A.A. degree or higher








































FIGURE	6 U.S. “on time” college completion rates are alarmingly low
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13Why Our  Current  System Fai ls  So Many Youth
Our fundamental problem is that our system has not 
evolved to serve young adults in this radically different 
world. Behaving as though four-year college is the only 
acceptable route to success clearly still works well for 
many young adults, especially students fortunate enough 
to attend highly selective colleges and universities. It 
also works well for affluent students, who can often 
draw on family and social connections to find their 
way in the adult world. But it clearly does not work 
well for many, especially young men. In recent years, a 
yawning gender gap has opened up in American higher 
education. Men now account for just 43 percent of 
enrollment in our nation’s colleges, and earn only 43 
percent of bachelor’s degrees. Not surprisingly, women 
also account for 60 percent of the nation’s graduate 
students.23 Similarly, among the low-income and young 
people of color who will make up an increasing portion 
of the workforce of the future, this single route does not 
work well either. Many of these students are frustrated 
by an education they often find irrelevant and removed 
from the world of work. And given the barriers—including 
weak or nonexistent career counseling, rising college 
costs, inadequate financial aid, and the frequent need 
to balance their courses with jobs that are often totally 
disconnected from their programs of study—it is a minor 
miracle that so many still manage to complete a degree. 
As a nation, we currently spend over $400 billion 
annually on post-secondary education, but the returns on 
this investment are inconsistent. Efforts to hold colleges 
accountable for their graduation rates are finally gaining 
some traction. Complete College America, established 
in 2009 with support from the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation and others, is working to dramatically 
increase the nation’s college completion rate through 
state policy changes. And at least three states—Indiana, 
Ohio, and Tennessee—have changed their funding 
formulas to reward completion, not just enrollment. 
While these initiatives are encouraging, we clearly need a 
more comprehensive effort to develop a robust pathways 
system. If high school career-focused pathways were 
firmly linked to community college and four-year career 
majors, for example, we believe more students would be 
likely to stay the course. Indeed, we are convinced that 
this is an exceptionally promising strategy for increasing 
post-secondary attainment. To achieve this promise, 
we also need to provide high school students with far 
better guidance. Many adults over the age of 25 have 
discovered that community colleges offer programs 
leading to well-paying jobs in healthcare, technology, and 
other fields, but recent high school graduates are often 
poorly represented in such programs due in part to lack 
of information. 
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III .  LESSONS 
FROM ABROAD 























































































FIGURE	7 The U.S. has fallen from 1st place to 13th in high school graduation
Note:	College	Board.	(2010).	The College Completion Agenda 2010 Progress Report.	Retrieved	from	http://completionagenda.collegeboard.org.
Source:	Organization	for	Economic	Cooperation	and	Development.
FIGURE	8 College Completion Rank Declining: Percentage of 25- to 34-Year-Olds with an Associate Degree or Higher, 2007










































FIGURE	9 In many European countries over half of upper secondary students are in vocational educational and training
19Lessons From Abroad
Two oECD REpoRTs:  
“LEaRning foR Jobs” anD  
“Jobs foR YouTh” 
In 2007, the OECD, at the request of the ministers of 
education of the 30 OECD nations, launched an 
ambitious study of vocational education and training 
called Learning for Jobs. The study, just completed in 
September 2010, included reviews of how VET is provided 
in 17 countries, including the U.S. (represented by two 
states, South Carolina and Texas). The simple project title 
points to a major complexity: that economic prosperity 
and social cohesion depend on an appropriately skilled 
and employed workforce. A teaching and learning 
system—typically school-based and serving adolescents—
is the route to get there. Nonetheless, as the study 
authors note, school learning is abstract, theoretical and 
organized by disciplines while work is concrete, specific 
to the task, and organized by problems and projects. If 
VET is to meet labor market needs, these disparate 
worlds must connect despite their “different goals, 
incentives and constraints.” And in some countries they 
actually do. 
While the Learning for Jobs team was completing its 
work, the OECD Directorate for Employment, Labor 
and Social Affairs released the final volumes of a 
complementary 16-country study, Jobs for Youth. It 
addresses transitions from school to employment, and 
was published along with an additional report requested 
by the OECD ministers in response to the economic 
crisis. Entitled Helping Youth to Get a Firm Foothold in 
the Labor Market, this report posits that “the current 
severe economic downturn is posing daunting challenges 
to young individuals in the OECD labor markets. The 
transition from school to work is going to be particularly 
difficult for the new generation of entrants in the 
labor market… Low-skilled youth who, even before the 
crisis erupted, already experienced multiple barriers in 
integrating into the labor market, are now at high risk of 
inactivity and potentially of exclusion.” 
These two substantial studies—both of which involved 
country self-assessments, site visits by experts, and 
extensive quantitative data collection—make a compelling 
case for the power of work-based learning. With 
“learning” rather than employment as its focus, Learning 
for Jobs concludes that, done well, work based learning 
appears to be the best way for the majority of young 
people to prepare for the world of work. As the report 
explains, workplaces “provide a good place to learn 
both hard skills on modern equipment and soft skills in 
terms of working with people in a real-world context. 
Workplaces improve transitions from school to work by 
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allowing employers and potential employees to get to 
know one another, trainees contribute useful work, and 
workplace training within vocational programs provides a 
lever to link the mix of vocational provision to employer 
needs.” 
In addition, and perhaps most important for a U.S. 
audience, the most intensive forms of workplace 
learning—apprenticeship and sustained internships—are 
especially effective in meeting the developmental needs 
of young people. They provide a structure to support 
the transition from adolescence to adulthood lacking for 
the majority of young people in the U.S. Apprenticeships 
provide increasingly demanding responsibilities and 
challenges in an intergenerational work setting that lends 
a structure to each day. Adult relationships are built on 
support and accountability, mentoring and supervision. 
For many young adults, the ultimate bottom line is 
whether the degree or credential they earn will help 
them secure a job. Jobs for Youth presents limited, but 
provocative research that suggests young adults in 
some countries with strong VET systems find it easier 
than Americans to successfully transition to the labor 
market. In Germany, for example, over 80 percent of 
young adults found jobs within six months of completing 
their education in 2007, versus just 48 percent in the U.S. 
Similarly, countries with strong apprenticeship systems 
had fewer “poorly integrated new entrants”—those 
who are still struggling to settle into a career path five 
years after leaving school—than the U.S. This is hardly 
surprising, when you consider that apprenticeship 
programs give employers ample opportunity to assess 
whether a young person would make a good long-term 
employee. 
Taken together, the two OECD reports provide compelling 
evidence that vocational education that integrates 
work and learning is a superior way to learn. And not 
surprisingly, young people who have been in programs 
teaching them about “working life” and giving them soft 
skills as well as training and experience in a career area 
do better at finding jobs. 
These studies also demonstrate the degree to which 
the U.S. is an outlier in its approach to preparing young 
people for success. Indeed, countries that already have 
strong vocational systems are strengthening them by 
adding more apprenticeship opportunities, upgrading 
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23The Road To An American Solut ion
The American system for preparing young people to 
lead productive and prosperous lives as adults is clearly 
badly broken. Millions of young adults now arrive at their 
mid-20s without a college degree and/or a route to a 
viable job. As we have seen, many other advanced nations 
are achieving markedly better results with pathways 
systems that take a more holistic approach to youth 
development. We are not suggesting that America can or 
should try to import these foreign models. The German 
dual-apprenticeship system, for instance, has been 
developed over many generations, and is the product of 
a very different culture. But the superior results achieved 
by these systems argue that we must embark on an 
effort to build a more comprehensive American system 
of pathways to prosperity—one that is better equipped to 
meet the widely diverse needs, interests and abilities of 
all our young people. Continuing on our current course, by 
placing almost all our bets on classroom-based pedagogy, 
is likely to produce little more than the marginal gains 
we’ve seen over the past two decades. And that rate of 
progress is simply unacceptable for anyone who cares 
about the future of America. 
In what follows, we have chosen to focus on three 
essential elements of any long-term strategy to address 
the challenge outlined in the opening section of this 
report. The first element is the development of a broader 
vision of school reform that incorporates multiple 
pathways to carry young people from high school to 
adulthood. The second is the development of a much-
expanded role for employers in supporting these new 
pathways. The third is the development of a new social 
compact between society and its young people. 
The ideas outlined below will require changes not just in 
how we prepare young people, but also in some of our 
deepest cultural beliefs and biases regarding education. 
We are under no illusions that this will be easy or 
uncontroversial. There will be additional investments 
required, human as well as financial, especially from 
employers. But from the Revolution and the Civil War to 
World War II and the Civil Rights Movement, none of the 
greatest achievements of this nation have been easy and 
uncontroversial. Building a better network of pathways 
to adulthood for our young is one of the paramount 
challenges of our time. 
IV. THE ROAD TO 
AN AMERICAN 
SOLUTION 
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MulTiPle PaThWays: a broaDer 























































































25The Road To An American Solut ion
through programs that encourage further education. 
None of these steps will be easy in the current Great 
Recession. But youth who are deprived of meaningful 
work experiences often pay a permanent price in reduced 
employment prospects. Investments in work experiences 
for young adults will produce strong future returns. 
Even as we advocate this multiple pathways approach, 
we do not mean to downplay efforts to improve academic 
instruction in our schools, which has been the central 
focus of much recent school reform. Given the dismal 
level of literacy and math skills among many high school 
students, the need for these efforts is undeniable. And 
there’s encouraging evidence that when school leaders 
focus on improving the quality of instruction—and 
addressing the learning needs of individual students—
they can make impressive progress in closing the 
achievement gap, and expanding opportunities for low-
income and minority students. This work clearly must be 
part of any comprehensive effort to meet the pathways 
challenge. 29 
There are already pockets of excellence in career 
and technical education in many American states 
and communities. Cutting-edge career and technical 
education (CTE) bears little relationship to the old 
vocational education programs that were often little 
more than dumping grounds for students who couldn’t 
cut it in college-prep. Today’s best CTE programs do a 
better job of preparing many students for college and 
career than traditional academics-only programs. And  
as the examples we highlight on page 27 illustrate,  
there is a growing movement to create high-quality  
“21st century” CTE programs.
Similarly, graduates of the best community college 
programs often earn more, and have a far clearer sense 
of direction, than some of their counterparts with B.A.’s. 
Indeed, some graduates of four-year colleges return to 
community college for precisely this reason. And the 
innovations aren’t limited to educational institutions. 
The nation’s registered apprenticeship programs are 
a well-kept secret that provide an extremely effective 
pathway to jobs in careers ranging from construction to 
healthcare. The modern military does an extraordinary 
job of helping recruits, few of whom are affluent, 
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successfully transition to adulthood. And in 2009, the 
Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act was signed 
into law. It increases both the number and range of 
opportunities to serve in AmeriCorps, and includes an 
increased education award to encourage volunteers to 
continue their education. 
But there are three big barriers that currently prevent 
these pathways from achieving their potential. First, 
though career counseling is an essential component of 
any effective pathways system, America’s current system 
of career guidance and counseling is wholly inadequate, 
and many adolescents receive virtually no useful 
guidance. In our middle and high schools, the average 
ratio of students to counselors is nearly 500 to 1, a load 
that would strain even the most dedicated professional. 
Moreover, many counselors are more interested in 
students’ pressing personal, psychological and social 
problems, and do not have the expertise to provide high-
quality career guidance.30 
The situation is even more dire in post-secondary 
institutions that serve large numbers of low-income 
students. It isn’t unusual for the student-counselor ratio 
in community colleges to reach 1,000 to 1, meaning 
that most students get little or no help.31 And young 
adults who have left school have even less access 
to counseling. The price we pay for this neglect is 
staggering. Inadequate guidance is a major reason why 
so many students end up in classes they find boring 
and irrelevant, sentiments that are often a precursor to 
dropping out.
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providing greatly expanded opportunities for work-linked 
learning. In the process, employers would become full 
partners in the national effort to prepare young adults 
for success. 
As described above, employers already play all of these 
roles in countries with robust VET systems. Although we 
can’t just clone these systems and drop them into the 
U.S., they provide models that might inspire American 
approaches. In addition, there are a growing number 
of examples of American leadership and innovation in 
this arena (see exemplars, page 32). The Georgetown 
Center on Education and the Workforce calculates 
that employers already spend over $400 billion a 
year in providing both formal and informal training to 
employees.40 But these are typically people who have 
already completed their schooling, and are now working 
full-time. The approach we envision would ask employers 
to dedicate some of this investment to preparing young 
people. Although not all young people an employer trains 
would end up working for them, we are convinced this 
approach would result in higher attainment and a better-
prepared workforce. 
Our goal should be that beginning no later than middle 
school, all students should have access to this system of 
employer involvement and assistance. In middle school, 
this would include career counseling, job shadowing, 
and opportunities to work on projects or problems 
designed by industry partners. In high school, it would 
include programs of study designed in collaboration 
with industry leaders, as well as opportunities for more 
intensive work-based learning such as paid internships. 
At the post-secondary level, employers and their trade 
associations need to take a much more active role in 
collaborating with colleges to specify the knowledge 
and skills that people need to work in their industry. 
In addition, they should provide structured part-
time employment linked to the student’s program of 
study. This would address one of the most damaging 
disconnects in our current education system. For while 
most college students must work, their jobs often bear 
no relationship to their programs of study. Inevitably, 
this conflict helps drives many students to drop out. The 
reform we envision would create a much tighter link 
between a student’s program of study and his or her job. 
It would also enlist the employer as a partner in both 
training students, and encouraging them to persist with 
their studies. 
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33The Road To An American Solut ion
The challenge is to make opportunities for work-linked 
learning far more widely available. NAF has recently 
published a study that lays out standards for high-quality 
high school internships. And Illinois is now preparing to 
launch a major new initiative aimed at greatly increasing 
work-based learning in the Land of Lincoln. The state 
is proposing to create “learning exchanges” that would 
offer high-quality programs of study in major career 
clusters, including health sciences, agriculture, and 
manufacturing. Each learning exchange would be led 
by industry employers, professional organizations, and 
other public and non-profit partners. One of the key 
functions of the learning exchange would be to promote 
and facilitate opportunities for work-based learning. 
Many of Illinois’s school districts have already agreed  
to participate.45 
At the post-secondary level, we need a concerted 
effort to link work and learning by providing far more 
opportunities for work-based learning. Co-operative 
education is a tested model that provides students with 
extensive work experience that’s carefully monitored by 
the school or university. But despite its many benefits, 
co-op is used only sparingly. The lessons from other 
OECD nations strongly suggest that we would achieve 
far better outcomes if employers joined in partnership 
with educators to offer students part-time jobs that are 
directly relevant to their studies. Thus, students in health 
science programs might hold a front-line job in a hospital 
or long-term care facility. As part of this approach, 
employers could encourage students to continue their 
studies, and attempt to set their work schedules to 
accommodate their classroom demands. 
We suspect many employers would soon find real value 
in such an approach. In healthcare, for instance, it could 
lead to a higher-quality, more motivated entry-level 
workforce, while providing a pipeline of people prepared 
to move up the healthcare career ladder. It could also 
help increase the diversity of the healthcare workforce. 
Tax incentives might be needed to encourage some 
employers to participate. But because a well-designed 
program would likely substantially increase the post-
secondary completion rate, the long run benefits would 
almost surely outweigh the near-term costs. 
We also need to greatly expand programs in which most 
learning occurs on the job, especially apprenticeships. 
The OECD’s work demonstrates the exceptional benefits 
of the apprenticeship approach. In the U.S., there are 
currently only about 500,000 apprentices in programs 
registered with the Department of Labor, and perhaps 
an equal number in unregistered programs. But a 2009 
study by the Urban Institute found that 86 percent of 
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At the national level the most tangible commitment we 
could make to a new social contract with young people 
would be to extend the scope of the Pell grant program 
to any post-secondary program that leads to “gainful 
employment in a recognized occupation.” 
If this language from the Higher Education Act, intended 
for proprietary schools but never enforced, were 
applied more broadly to all career-focused institutions 
and programs that accepted Pell recipients, it might 
significantly reduce the number of young people who 
leave higher education with large debt but minimal job 
prospects and strengthen the role of trade unions and 
community-based training programs with a strong record 
of job training and placement. If all low-income young 
people understood that upon graduation from high 
school they would have access to an individual education 
or training account they could use to finance job training, 
it might provide a powerful incentive to complete high 
school. 
Such a system would send students a strong message 
that our society has a real stake in their success, and 
that they have a real choice about how to shape their 
future. Some of the extra cost might be offset by reform 
of our existing grant and loan system, designed to reduce 
the amount of money squandered on largely ineffective 
programs. For young people, the result would be a more 
exciting and engaging range of pathway options. And as 
a society, we might finally look forward to achieving the 
education and youth development goals that have eluded 
us for so long. 
Fortunately, we are not starting from scratch in creating 
a social compact. We already have a wide range of 
organizations and successful programs that serve young 
people through the key age-and-stage transitions from 
middle school through high school and late adolescence 
into adulthood. At the national level we have the 
America’s Promise Alliance, which together with other 
partners recently launched the Grad Nation campaign to 
address the dropout crisis. 
And in the all-volunteer era, the U.S. military has become 
remarkably effective in supporting youth development. 
The military helps many recruits develop careers, 
while providing them with extensive financial supports, 
including housing, health care and income. The military 
has also invested heavily in training programs that 
enable high school graduates to use very sophisticated 






























































































































































































































































































Completion Agenda: 2010 Progress Report,	pp.	10-14,	which	was	
published	by	the	College	Board.	




























































































34	Career Academies: Long-Term Impacts on Labor Market Outcomes, 
Educational Attainment and Transitions to Adulthood,	by	James	
Kemple	with	Cynthia	Willmer,	issued	by	MDRC	in	2008.	
35	See,	for	example,	Ready for Tomorrow: Six Proven Ideas to 




















44	See	Dollars and Sense: How “Career First” Programs Like Year Up 
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The Pathways to Prosperity Project was launched in October, 2008, and was initially known as “The Forgotten Half 
Project.” In early 2009 we changed the name to signal that we were more focused on ﬁ nding solutions than on calling 
attention to the problem. The project is based at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. It is led by Robert B. 
Schwartz, Academic Dean and Francis Keppel Professor of Practice at HGSE, and Ronald Ferguson, senior lecturer at 
HGSE and the Kennedy School of Government and director of the Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard University. 
William C. Symonds is the full-time project director. He has been primarily responsible for the project’s work with 
partners in several different geographies, as well as for the writing of much of this report in collaboration with 
Schwartz and Ferguson.  
From the beginning, we intended to work with people and organizations in several different regions eager to 
collaborate in developing solutions to the forgotten half challenge. We have now worked with partners in Silicon 
Valley, Illinois and Boston, as well as people interested in developing more effective pathways to careers in healthcare. 
In Silicon Valley, our work has focused on encouraging creation of a regional, collaborative effort to address the 
challenge. We helped convene a conference in early 2010, entitled, “Creating Pathways to Prosperity for Young 
Adults in Silicon Valley,” which was hosted by Cisco, and attracted over 100 leaders from the business, education 
and the non-proﬁ t communities. This led to the formation of an advisory board that is promoting collaboration and 
new initiatives. In Illinois we have been working with a group of state and national leaders on an ambitious effort to 
improve career education in Illinois high schools. In Boston, we helped convene a meeting of key stakeholders with 
The Boston Foundation, which then led an effort to map and analyze programs that support post-secondary pathways 
in the Boston region, which will help to inform the new Boston Opportunity Agenda. In healthcare, we have worked 
with educators, government and industry partners to examine how pathways to healthcare careers might be enhanced 
by improving healthcare career education, and intend to convene a national conference on this issue. 
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